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T
ongue-in-cheek headlines around the world celebrated an 
historic moment on the International Space Station (ISS) this 
summer. On August 10, 2015, astronauts took a bite of just-
picked lettuce they had grown and harvested on the ISS.

Jeff Richards (’90) was part of the NASA team that 
made it happen, thanks to a chance encounter 20 years earlier in 
Kentville’s Agricultural Research Station, where he was working. 
Beside the photocopier lay a job advertisement for a one-year 
contract at Epcot, Florida, to work with NASA. On impulse, Jeff 
applied.

A year later he got a call, had an interview and got the contract. 
“It was really fun,” he says. “We did some of the initial tests with 
growing plants under LED lights. They were easily transferrable 
to space flight, because they had long life potential and generate 
very little heat. That’s important for a spacecraft or a transit 
vehicle to another planet.”

When the contract ended, Jeff returned to Nova Scotia, 
where his wife, Leila Richards (BSc ’86, MSc ’97) had remained. 
Although her Acadia BSc was in Home Economics (now Nutrition 
and Dietetics), the label didn’t reflect her education in physics, 
organic chemistry and other sciences. After working at Acadia 
as a food science technician and later with the Canadian Food 

Inspection Agency, she returned to Acadia for an MSc in Biology, 
specializing in food safety. 

WHAT TO TELL THE GRANDKIDS
With Leila remaining in Nova Scotia with their two young boys, 
Jeff took up a position in the wine industry in Ontario in 1997, 
commuting regularly back to see his family. Then the call came 
from NASA. Would he be interested in returning for a five-year 
contract? Jeff and Leila discussed the opportunity. 

Leila said to Jeff, “Do you want to tell your grandkids that you 
could have worked with NASA?” They moved to Florida.

Jeff took up his new post and Leila began working in 
research and development in the citrus industry. She switched 
to a career with Walt Disney World, but when it began to 
take her away from home, she returned to Citrus World, Inc.,  
where she is now Senior Manager, Industrial Procurement and 
Contract Packaging.

When Jeff’s five-year contract ended, he and his colleagues 
moved from Epcot to the Kennedy Space Center, where they 
worked on Mars-related experiments. They simulated the 
Martian surface to see if some plants would grow and, if not, 
how to amend the soils. They built one of the world’s best 

By Rachel Cooper (’89)

“That’s one small bite for a man, 
one giant leaf for mankind.” 

Jeffrey Richards, Project Science Coordinator for 
Space Biology at Kennedy Space Center, examines 
the growth of red romaine lettuce in the VEGGIE 
hardware under specialized LED lighting. These 
plants were Ground Control plants, duplicating the 
plants harvested and eaten by astronauts onboard 
the International Space Station.   
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Mars atmospheric simulation chambers to study planetary 
contamination issues, from Earth to Mars and vice-versa. 

From there, he transitioned into a role of Senior Research 
Scientist with the bioregenerative life-support system team to 
learn more about choosing crops specialized for space flight and 
growing plants on the ISS. “Most of the astronauts’ food is in 
pouches,” he says. “Our goal was to have a fresh salad crop to 
supplement their diet, and to choose crops that would grow well 
and quickly.” 

After nearly 20 years as a researcher, Jeff is now Project 
Science Coordinator with NASA, helping scientists navigate the 
complex world of conducting science in space. He is part of the 
team involved with planning and monitoring plant growth on the 
ISS and at Kennedy Space Center. 

MEMORIES OF ACADIA
Jeff and Leila met at Acadia, and their memories remain fresh.

Jeff, from Newfoundland, applied to Acadia because of its solid 
reputation and because friends were applying. What clinched the 
decision was visiting the Valley in the fall and seeing the campus 
for the first time. “It was serene. When I saw the University, how 
beautiful it was, I thought, ‘I’m definitely going here.’”

Leila, from New Ross, Nova Scotia, was persuaded by her 
brother, Cyril Hiltz (’74), to transfer to Acadia from Mount Saint 
Vincent University, where she had spent her first year. 

Both recall the personal attention in small classes and the 
sense of community in a small university, and advise students 
today to work hard and look for a career they’ll enjoy.

Jeff and Leila hope one day to return to Nova Scotia, but for 
now they like where their careers have brought them. Jeff’s work 
may be literally out of this world, but his Acadia studies set him 
on the path to research.

“An Acadia education can take you to places beyond your 
imagination,” he says.
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GROWING FOOD IN SPACE
Lettuce Feast Previews Research Potential of Station (NASA blog):  
http://blogs.nasa.gov/commercialcrew/2015/08/10/lettuce-feast-
previews-research-potential-of-station/
Space Station Live: A First for Space Lettuce (video 5:29):  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BHyNkm3g5ls
Astronauts Take First Bites of Space-Grown Lettuce (video 0:31):  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yp6zLISoT0k

Leila Richards, a senior manager with Citrus World, Inc., 
holds the latest design for the company’s Florida’s Natural 
Growers orange juice. Florida’s Natural Growers is a 
division of Citrus World, Inc., a cooperative of growers 
and the third largest orange juice company in the U.S.

Astronauts Kjell Lindgren and Scott Kelly enjoy a snack 
of the lettuce they grew on the International Space 
Station. (Photo: courtesy of NASA) 
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